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There has been a strong research interest in factors predicting obedience since 
the publication of Stanley Milgram's obedience studies. Yet, no study has 
examined affective determinants of obedience. In this research, it was 
hypothesized that gratitude can increase acts of obedience. I tested this 
hypothesis in two studies using a modified version of Milgram's research 
paradigm. Study 1 found that participants' naturalistic feelings of gratitude 
were positively associated with the likelihood that they obeyed a surveyor's 
repeated instructions to fill up the same questionnaire over and over again. 
Study 2 demonstrated in the laboratory setting that participants induced to feel 
grateful were more likely to obey the experimenter's repeated instructions to 
drink water. Several mediators of this effect, like global affect, motivations 
and state self-esteem, were also explored.  















Chapter 1: Introduction 
“When you think of the long and gloomy history of man, you will find more 
hideous crimes have been committed in the name of obedience than have ever 
been committed in the name of rebellion.” 
- C. P. Snow 
 The Rwandan Genocide in 1994, initiated by Rwandan's presidential 
guard and an unofficial militia group, led to a death toll of close to a million 
(Melvern, 2006). Earlier on, six million Jews lost their lives in the Holocaust 
when the Nuremberg Laws to eliminate Jews were enacted in Germany 
(Dawidowicz, 1986). Genocides such as these are usually institutionalised 
crimes supported by authority structures. There are many causes of genocides, 
including the availability of weapons and the sheer persuasiveness of political 
or military leaders. Psychologists have since the 1960s proposed that another 
one cause is effective, and hence, should not be ignored – the human tendency 
to obey. 
 These man-made calamities lead not just the layperson to wonder why 
humans are capable of performing heinous acts, but also prompt psychologists 
to examine obedience and its predictors (Blass, 1991). Psychologists have 
established both situational and personality factors of obedience, yet none has 
investigated affective determinants. Hence, in this research, I would examine 
how the tendency to obey instructions of another person is influenced by the 
feelings of gratitude one experiences. First, I review prior obedience studies, 
including Milgram's classic obedience studies (1963; 1974), which have yet to 
demonstrate any affective determinant. Next, I give a brief overview of current 
findings on effects of gratitude on interpersonal behaviors, particularly in how 
grateful individuals are more likely to succumb to social influence. Then, I 
suggest that grateful individuals, because of their strong interpersonal 
orientations, are more inclined towards obeying others. I draw links between 
gratitude and obedience, hypothesizing that gratitude should increase the 
likelihood that one would obey others. I also propose three potential mediators 
of this effect in a subsequent study: global affect, motivational goals, and state 




 Obedience is the act of following orders from another person. Humans 
could be conditioned to obey since childhood (Kopp, 1982). As children, we 
obey our parents to behave properly, to eat our vegetables, and even to drink 
water. As students, we obey our teachers to complete our assignments and the 
readings. As adults, we continue to obey in various ways. For example, we 
obey our employers to arrive for work on time, police officers to abide by the 
laws, and even administrators to fill up forms when we apply for credit cards.  
While obedience has often been casted in a negative light, especially 
by those who detest authority and compliance, it is important because of its 
adaptive benefits for the functioning of society. Obedience compels people to 
inhibit themselves from behaving according to their personal inclinations with 
no or little regard for others. The successes of societal laws and norms in 
regulating behaviors largely depend on people obeying them. However, people 
can sometimes obey without considering the consequences or whether the act 
of obedience makes any sense. In some cases, one may obey to engage in 
behaviors that are unusual, improper, or even unethical, such as those that had 
occurred in Milgram's studies.  
 In Milgram's studies (1963; 1965), each participant was paired with a 
confederate in an alleged learning task. The confederate, who pretended to be 
a fellow participant, was trained to behave according to a set of prescribed 
scripts. The actual participant was assigned to ask the confederate several 
questions and each time the confederate could not correctly answer a question, 
the participant delivered an electrical shock to the confederate. The 
experimenter explained that such punishment improved memory. In actual 
fact, no shock was delivered, and the confederate pretended to first feel 
annoyed and then progressively feel distressed as more questions were 
answered incorrectly and more shocks with increasing intensity were 
"delivered".  
As the trials progressed, the actual participant felt increasingly 
disturbed. The participant watched the confederate suffer from multiple bouts 
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of electrical shocks and would like to stop the experiment, but had to continue 
with further trials (and shocks) simply because the experimenter instructed 
him/her to do so. Throughout the experiment, the experimenter gave the same 
instruction repeatedly to continue with yet another trial, and each time the 
instruction was given, the participant had to decide whether to obey the 
instruction, or not. Even when the participant objected, the experimenter 
would instructed him/her to continue. Results revealed that more than 65% of 
the participants obeyed the experimenter's instructions and delivered shocks 
till the maximal levels. In all, Milgram’s studies demonstrate that the 
compulsion to obey can lead one to repeatedly perform acts under the order of 
someone else whom one has no relations with.  
 I like to draw out several important features of the Milgram's research 
paradigm that are most relevant to my research. First, the participants engaged 
in a repetitive behavior, in that they continually asked the confederate 
questions and repeatedly subjected him to electrical shocks over several trials. 
Note that repeated obedient behaviors are not restricted to harmful acts. They 
can also be more mundane acts such as washing the same plate over and over 
again. Second, the behavior is one in which most people should feel resistant 
to perform again and again in one setting. Subjecting a person to an electrical 
current is distressful enough for most people, but doing it over and over again 
to the same person is detrimental to the psychological well-being of the 
perpetrator (Baumrind, 1964). Note also that the resistance to perform an act 
repeatedly is not limited to negative and harmful acts; they include also 
mundane behaviors. While some acts can be pleasurable for some people to 
engage in over and over again (e.g., sexually gratifying actions), most acts do 
not fall under this category. For instance, people would generally not want to 
wash the same plate over and over again in one setting, as they may find it 
meaningless, awkward, or even offensive. Third, one would progressively feel 
more resistant to continue the act. In Milgram’s studies, participants were told 
to increase the intensity of the current they administered every time the learner 
made a mistake. The gradual escalation in the demand of the act increased 
one’s compulsion to disobey, since there was a higher risk of endangering 
another's life when a stronger current was delivered. Fourth, the experimenter 
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was seen as an authority figure. An authority figure is considered as another 
person who possesses some form of advantage over the self, such as holding 
some form of legitimate power, being of a relatively higher status, or having 
some specialized knowledge or expertise which the self is lacking. Soft 
authority approaches are associated with the authority figure appearing 
credible and trustworthy; whereas a person employing harsh authority 
approaches would appear to the target as being more powerful or of a higher 
stature (Koslowsky, Schwarzwald, & Ashuri, 2001). Milgram’s research has 
employed harsh, but not soft, authority approaches, with the experimenter 
donned in a laboratory coat. It would be of interest whether, and how, 
obedience would differ when a softer authotity approach is used. Finally, in 
Milgram's studies, there was an explicit and clear reason to administer the 
electrical shocks. Participants were told, as the cover story, that they were 
contributing to the science of learning. This cover story gave them a 
reasonably good justification for obeying the experimenter’s instructions. 
While the participants’ acts of obedience could be deemed as thoughtless, the 
presence of a justification gave some grounds to their behaviors and made 
them somewhat more rational. However, as I will describe later, the 
participants in my research were not provided any cover story so that they had 
no justification for repeatedly following instructions.  
  
Determinants of Obedience 
 Milgram's studies have demonstrated that people can obey the 
instructions of someone else, even to the point of possibly hurting another 
person (Milgram, 1963; 1974). His finding was replicated over several studies 
(e.g., Burger, 2009; Kilham & Mann, 1974; Meeus & Raaijmakers, 1995). 
Some of these used a different task to measure obedience but showed similar 
results. For example, 91% of participants in Meeus and Raaijmaker (1995) 
obeyed instructions to make derogatory comments towards a job applicant 
(causing him to lose his job), whereas 77% of participants in Bocchairo, 
Zimbardo, and Lange (2011) obeyed instructions to approve an unethical 
study which posed harmful effects to participants. The fact that different tasks 
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were used in these studies indicates that the act of obedience could be 
generalised beyond electrocuting another person.  
 Research has also examined possible determinants of obedience. The 
importance of this line of research cannot be understated, because it bears 
practical implications for anyone interested in moderating obedience. Some 
scholars have focused on situational factors that predict obedience (e.g., Blass, 
1991; Cadsby, Maynes, & Trivedi, 2006; Milgram, 1965; Kelman, 1989; 
Zimbardo, 1974). For example, participants in Cadsby, Maynes, and Trivedi 
(2006) were more likely to adhere to tax rules when the experiment was 
framed in a real-world tax setting rather than when it was framed in a 
gambling context. People are inclined to obey when they perceive themselves 
as lower in a hierarchical structure (Kelman, 1989; Zimbardo, 1974). People 
also feel more compelled to obey if the person from whom they receive the 
instructions is physically present (Cadsby, Maynes, & Trivedi, 2006; Milgram, 
1965).  
Other scholars took on an individual difference perspective, arguing 
that obedience also depends on dispositional factors (e.g., Blass, 1991; 
Kelman, 1989). For instance, those who possess a strong orientation towards 
authority are more likely to obey (Elms & Milgram, 1966; Kelman, 1989). 
Further, individuals who are more trusting, those who possess lower internal 
loci of control (Miller, 1975), and highly religious people (Bock & Warren, 
1972), have higher tendencies to obey. 
Despite the substantial number of studies on situational and personality 
determinants of obedience, no study has explored whether affect may also be a 
determinant. There are some indirect and tentative indications that affect can 
be an important factor that moderates obedience. For instance, people in 
positive moods are more likely than those in neutral and negative moods to 
conform to the coordinated behaviors of several actors (Tong, Tan, Latheef, 
Selamat, & Tan, 2008). Affective states also influence how people process 
informational cues in persuasion processes (Bless, Bohner, Schwarz, & Strack, 
1990; Mackie & Worth, 1989; Schwarz, Bless & Bohner, 1991). People in 
positive moods are more easily persuaded by weak arguments than people in 
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negative moods (Bless et al., 1990). Further, research indicates that people 
who are happy as a result of procedural justice comply with authorities more 
frequently than those who are angered by procedural injustice (Murphy & 
Tyler, 2008). People are also more compelled to comply with the requests of 
someone they like (which presumably elicits positive affect) as compared to 
the requests of someone whom they do not like (which presumably evokes 
negative affect; Cialdini & Trost, 1998).  
These varied findings point to affect as an important factor in whether 
people succumb to social influence. However, at best, they only indirectly hint 
at, not firmly indicate, the possibility that specific emotions can affect 
obedience, for two reasons. First, none of the findings touched on obedience. 
Instead, most of these studies examined other processes of social influence, 
such as conformity and persuasion, all of which are different from obedience. 
Conformity is the act of following the coordinated behavior of several persons, 
without any instruction given. Persuasion refers to whether or not one is 
convinced by a certain point of view. Second, none of the studies examined 
specific emotions. Instead, they largely examined global positive and negative 
affect, which are broad affective states differentiated only by valence; whereas 
by specific emotions, I mean narrowly-defined affective states differentiated 
by specific meanings and distinguishable experiential qualities, such as anger, 
guilt, gratitude, and pride.  
In this research, I hope to take the first preliminary step on the issue of 
whether specific emotions may influence obedience by examining one 
emotion that appears to have the relevant attributes that can moderate 
obedience – gratitude.  
Gratitude as a Determinant of Obedience 
 People experience gratitude upon receiving a positive outcome due to 
the intentional action of a benefactor (Blau, 1964; McCullough, Kilpatrick, 
Emmons, & Larson, 2001). Gratitude can be a momentary feeling induced by 
specific circumstances, or it can be an individual difference variable that 
distinguishes people in terms of how grateful they feel habitually. Research 
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has shown that gratitude bestows several benefits. When people feel grateful, 
they feel higher subjective well-being (Emmons & MuCullough, 2003; 
McCullough, Tsang, & Emmons, 2004; Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010), are 
more resilient in stressful situations (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 
2005; Wood, Joseph, & Linley, 2007), and enjoy stronger interpersonal ties 
(Algoe, Haidt, & Gable, 2008; Kubacka, Finkenauer, Rusbult, & Keijsers, 
2011; Lambert & Fincham, 2011).  
Grateful individuals also tend to be more helpful, till the extent that 
they would help another person at a cost to themselves (Bartlett & DeSteno, 
2006; Tsang, 2007). For instance, participants who felt grateful as a result of 
receiving raffle tickets from another student in turn distributed more tickets to 
others (Tsang, 2007). Consistently, other studies have found that grateful 
people tend to be more empathetic, agreeable and cooperative (DeSteno, 
Bartlett, Baumann, Williams, & Dickens, 2010; McCullough, Emmons, & 
Tsang, 2002).  
Note that gratitude influences a person to help not just the benefactor, 
but also others in general (Tsang, 2007). Gratitude thus appears to have a 
spillover effect in the sense that the need to do good to others extends beyond 
the benefactor to include other people. Therefore, gratitude accentuates a 
strong interpersonal function, one that is posited to benefit not just the 
relationship between the beneficiary and the benefactor, but also between the 
beneficiary and others in the society (McCullough et al., 2001; McCullough, 
Kimeldorf, & Cohen, 2008).  
What could be the adaptive significance for the strong interpersonal 
function that gratitude invokes? While gratitude motivates the self and the 
benefactor to support each other, theorists have proposed that such reciprocal 
altruism extends beyond the self and the benefactor (McCullough, Kimeldorf, 
& Cohen, 2008). According to the upstream reciprocity effect, gratitude can 
prompt the self to do good to another person, who may in turn be inspired to 
do good to a third person, and so on. This cumulates in an upward spiral of 
resource exchanges, providing adaptive benefits for the self, the benefactor 
and other individuals (McCullough, Kimeldorf, & Cohen, 2008; Nowak & 
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Roch, 2007). Broaden-and-build theories correspond to upstream reciprocity 
processes by suggesting that gratitude reduces the perceived distinction 
between benefactors and third parties, broadening the category of benefactors 
and extending interpersonal inclinations to individuals beyond the benefactors 
(Chang, Lin, & Chen, 2012). 
The strong interpersonal orientation of grateful people presumably 
motivates them to prioritise the needs and wishes of others over their own. In 
other words, gratitude may cause a person to be more sensitive to the goals of 
others and behave more in line with their expectations. Pushing this thought 
further, I posit that gratitude may actually compel a person to be more likely to 
follow the instructions of another person. Also, in line with the spillover 
effect, it seems that gratitude can prompt the grateful person to obey the 
instructions of not just the benefactor, but also any third party.  
These considerations suggest the novel hypothesis that gratitude 
increases the tendency to obey. I tested this hypothesis in two studies which I 
aimed to show that gratitude is associated with an increased likelihood of 
obeying instructions that make little sense. Study 1 is a field study with a 
correlational design, in which naturally occurring feelings of gratitude were 
measured and examined for whether they correlated positively with acts of 
obedience in the real-world. Study 2 is a laboratory study using an 
experimental design, in which gratitude was induced and examined for 
whether they increased obedience in a simulated environment. The results of 
Study 2 allowed causal interpretations of effects observed in a controlled 
setting. 
However, I could not measure obedience the same way Milgram did 
because of ethical concerns and also because undergraduate participants might 
be familiar with his procedure. Hence, two new obedience procedures were 
developed, one for Study 1 and another for Study 2, and both have minimal (if 
any) infringement on ethical concerns. In addition, both procedures were 
developed with due consideration of the critical features of Milgram’s 
obedience procedure outlined above. First, in both procedures, the 
experimenter gave the participants instructions, repeatedly, to perform a 
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certain act. Second, the act was not something that people would normally 
want to perform over and over again in one setting. In the present case, the 
repeated acts were undesirable not because they were unethical, but because it 
made little sense to enact them over and over again. Also, the acts were not 
pleasurable to perform repeatedly in the same setting. Third, participants felt 
increasingly resistant to perform the act as the task progressed. Those in 
Milgram’s studies had to progressively increase the voltage of the current 
delivered. Although such gradual escalations of the task demands were not 
present in the current research, the acts performed by my participants were 
cumulative in nature, and there was a limit to how long they could continue 
the task. Hence, participants could still gradually find the task more 
demanding. The fourth feature was either adopted or modified in the present 
research based on the procedure of each study. A soft authority approach was 
employed in the first study, where the experimenter would appear to the 
participants as a benign surveyor in the field setting. The second study, on the 
other hand, used a harsher approach since the experimenter allegedly had 
legitimate power on deciding whether to grant credits to participants in the 
laboratory context. Fifth, no justification was given to explain why the acts 
had to be repeatedly performed. Milgram’s participants were told that the acts 
that they were instructed to perform would contribute to science, which could 
make their obedience seem justifiable and even necessary. However, in my 
studies, no explanation of any kind, not even a cover story, was given to my 
participants as to why they had to perform the act over and over again. In sum, 
my participants were assessed in terms of the extent they would repeatedly 
obey the same instruction given by an authority figure to perform the same act 
which they would feel increasingly reluctant to do so, in the absence of any 
justification as to why they should repeat their behaviours.  
The following obedience procedures were used. In Study 1, 
participants were instructed repeatedly to fill up the same demographic survey 
form over and over again. In Study 2, participants were instructed repeatedly 
to consume water over and over again. Both acts (filling up a form, drinking 
water) are generally harmless (in fact, consuming water is a healthy act!). 
While both acts are mundane, performing them over and over again without 
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justification, simply because someone else says so, would be meaningless and 
awkward. Consuming water can be considered mildly pleasurable to some 
people, but it should not be highly pleasurable to the point that one would 
enjoy drinking water over and over again without any valid reason. I tested 
whether reported gratitude would be positively correlated with the number of 
times participants would complete the same forms in Study 1, and whether 
induced gratitude would increase the volume of water drunk in Study 2. 
 Also, in Study 2, I explored if global affect, motivational goals and 
state self-esteem would mediate the effect of gratitude on obedience. Gratitude 
could generally facilitate positive affect which in turn could lead individuals to 
succumb to the pressure to obey. In addition, individuals feeling grateful could 
be more motivated to foster positive social relationships, which could explain 
their higher tendencies to obey. They could also be more motivated to view 
themselves in a positive manner, which could prompt them to obey. Gratitude 
could also have a negative impact on state self-esteem, which could compel 






 Study 1 tested the hypothesis that gratitude is positively associated 
with obedience, in the field setting. Feelings of gratitude and acts of obedience 
in the real-world were measured, which could offer the data high ecological 
validity, since the results would reflect how people's natural feelings of 
gratitude (i.e., gratitude was not manipulated in the study but measured in its 
natural form) are related to the magnitude of their tendencies to obey in the 
real-world. Participants were approached in campus and were asked whether 
they could participate in a short survey. After they had given their consent, 
they were presented with a questionnaire on which they rated their current 
emotions – their natural feelings of gratitude were measured here. Then, they 
engaged in a task that measured how obedient they would be. They were given 
a second questionnaire, which was a survey form that asked for their 
demographic details (e.g., gender and age). They were instructed to fill up the 
same copies of the form over and over again, with no justification given as to 
why they should complete multiple copies. Obedience was assessed by the 
number of times they obeyed this instruction. Although filling up forms is 
nothing unusual, filling up the same form over and over, just because someone 
says so but does not give any reason why, should come across as a thoughtless 
act of obedience. Ethic infringement was, if any at all, minimal.  
 My procedure was designed to simulate the features of the research 
paradigm used in Milgram's studies, except that it used a soft authority 
approach and did not provide a cover story. Aforementioned, Milgram's 
experiments assessed the extent to which participants repeatedly obeyed the 
same instruction given by an authoritarian experimenter to perform the same 
act over and over again, which they felt more and more compelled to disobey. 
They were also not given any justification as to why they should keep 
repeating their behaviours. In my first study, participants were given clear 
instructions by a benign and credible surveyor (i.e., the experimenter) to fill up 
the same demographic form over and over again. They were not told why they 
should complete multiple copies of the same form. Even if the participants 
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were unwilling to do so, the experimenter continued to give the same 
instruction repeatedly.   
Method 
Participants 
 51 undergraduate participants (Mage = 21.67 years; SD = 2.05; 17 
males, 34 females) were approached in their universities and were asked to 
take part in the study.  
Procedure 
The experimenter approached students in campus, and politely 
requested for their permission to complete a short survey. Only students who 
were alone were approached. Consent was obtained verbally. If the student 
rejected the request or came across as unwilling to participate, the 
experimenter would politely thank the student and not request for his/her 
participation again. My sample could be biased at the outset, since it excluded 
participants who did not oblige to the experimenter’s request. Nevertheless, in 
any field study, there would be individuals who would decline to take part. 
Once the participants gave their verbal consent, the experimenter 
provided a one-page questionnaire which asked the participants to rate their 
current emotions. Participants’ feelings of gratitude were measured at this 
point. This first page took less than one minute to complete (see Appendix). 
After the participants completed the emotion measure, the 
experimenter presented them with another one-page form which asked for 
demographic information, specifically, their age, gender, ethnicity, nationality, 
their current academic institution (I did not assume that all participants are 
members of the same university), and their written and spoken languages (See 
Appendix). There was nothing unusual or special about this form, which again 
took the participants less than one minute to complete. After participants had 
completed this form, the experimenter gave them the same form, saying 
nothing except “Please fill up this again.” Participants were not given any 
justification as to why they should fill up the exact same form the second time. 
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After they had completed the second form, the experimenter gave them the 
same form yet again, with the same instruction (“Please fill up this again”). 
After they had completed the third form, the experimenter gave them the same 
form the fourth time with yet the same instruction; and the process was 
repeated.  
In short, the same instruction to do the same behaviour (filling up 
forms) was given over and over again. At any time the participant verbally 
objected to filling up yet another form, the experimenter simply said, “Please 
fill up this again”. The process would terminate (i.e., the experimenter would 
no longer ask the participant to fill up another form) under one of three 
conditions: 1) the participant completed the maximum of twenty forms; 2) the 
participant verbally objected the third time to fill up the form; and 3) the 
participant walked away. Based on pilot tests, less than 10% of the participants 
completed more than 20 forms, hence the ceiling of 20 forms was set, which 
also helped to prevent outlier effects. Any verbal expression of resistance, 
such as "no!" and "I do not want to do it anymore", was counted as an 
objection, regardless of whether they were made in jest, nonchalantly or with 
displeasure. The cut-off criteria of three objections were rather arbitrary but 
should be a reasonable criterion. If the number of objections was set at less 
than three, the full extent of obedience might not be captured; but if it was set 
at more than three, the study might become too offensive.  
 All participants were then thoroughly debriefed. Those who walked 
away (two participants) were gently held back for the debrief. Participants 
answered three questions regarding the aim of the research and the tasks 
involved. Three participants were excluded as they were close in guessing the 
hypothesis, and another five participants were also removed because the 
ceiling of 20 forms was not imposed. The final sample consisted of 43 
participants.  
Measures 
Current emotions. Participants rated their current feelings on several 
items (grateful, happy, sad, angry, and proud) on 7-point scales that ranged 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). They were asked “How [emotion item] are 
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you feeling now?” Gratitude was of main interest; the other items were fillers 
to mask the study, but they would also be analyzed. Because this was a field 
study in which participants were asked to volunteer their personal time, it is 
imperative that the measure be concise. Single items should be sufficiently 
reliable at measuring current emotional states (Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007), 
and single-item current emotion measures are widely used in naturalistic 
research that requires quick assessment (Larsen & Frederickson, 1999).  
 Obedience. Obedience was measured by the number of demographic 
forms completed. Higher tendency to obey was indicated by a higher number 
of forms completed. 
Results 
Table 1.1 presents the means and standard deviations of the number of 
forms completed and all emotions measured. 
Table 1.1 
  Means and Standard Deviations of Number of Forms,  
Gratitude and Other Emotions 
 Variable M SD 
Number of forms 8.14 6.66 
Gratitude 4.81 1.50 
Happiness 4.63 0.93 
Pride 3.60 1.38 
Sadness 2.16 1.34 
Anger 1.81 1.18 
 
Preliminary analyses 
 Two participants refused to obey the experimenter and walked away 
after giving their first objection; 34 participants obeyed until they objected the 
third time; seven participants completed the maximum of twenty forms. The 
mean number of forms completed was 8.14 (SD = 6.66). Excluding the seven 
participants who completed twenty forms, the mean number of forms 
completed by the remaining 36 participants was 5.83 (SD = 4.43). One of the 
two participants who walked away completed four forms, while the other 
completed seven forms, and the average number of forms completed by the 34 
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participants who obeyed until they objected the third time was 5.85 (SD = 
4.55). The results imply that even though most participants had voiced out 
their objections (to different extent), they were, in general, remarkably 
obedient towards the experimenter's instructions. 
Main analyses 
 I ran a correlational analysis (see Table 1.2) and found that naturalistic 
gratitude was positively and significantly correlated with obedience (r = .32, p 
= .03). The other emotional states (happiness: r = -.01, p = .95; sadness: r = 
.27, p = .09; anger: r = -.05, p = .73; pride: r = .02, p = .88) were not 
correlated with obedience.   
Table 1.2 
      Correlations Between Number of Forms and Emotions     
Variable 
Number 
of Forms Gratitude Happiness Pride Sadness Anger 
Number of Forms - 
     Gratitude .32* - 
    Happiness -.011 .206 - 
   Pride .024 .216 .514** - 
  Sadness .271 .039 -.256 -.003 - 
 Anger -.054 -.047 -.195 -.017 .770** - 
* p < .05, ** p < .01 
       
 I further examined whether gratitude was uniquely related to obedience 
when other emotions were controlled for. As anger was highly correlated with 
sadness (r = .77, p < .001), entering them into the same regression analysis 
was likely to produce multicollinearity effects. Hence, I averaged both items 
to derive a negative affect variable (α = .87). I regressed obedience onto 
gratitude, happiness, pride and negative affect simultaneously. Results showed 
that after controlling for other emotions, gratitude remained a significant and 
positive predictor of obedience, β = 0.33, t(38) = 2.11, p = .04; whereas the 
relationships between obedience and the other emotions were not significant 
(see Table 1.3).  
 I also examined whether gratitude would still be correlated with 
obedience after excluding the seven participants who completed twenty forms. 
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After removing these participants, I ran another correlational analysis on the 
remaining 36 participants, and found that gratitude no longer significantly 
predicted obedience due to lower statistical power (r = .18, p = .28), but the 
trend was still the same as what was hypothesized. There was again no 
relationship between obedience and the other emotional states. 
Table 1.3 
   Regression Analyses of Emotions Predicting Number of Forms 
Variable β t P 
Gratitude .33 2.11 .04 
Happiness -.04 -.19 .85 
Pride -.03 -.15 .88 
Negative Affect .12 .75 .46 
 
Discussion 
The results show that reported current feelings of gratitude were 
positively associated with obedience in the naturalistic context. There was no 
relationship between obedience and the other emotions, implying a unique link 
only between obedience and gratitude. To my knowledge, this could be the 
first study that documented a relationship between an emotion (specifically, 
gratitude) and obedience. This could also be one of the very few studies that 
examined obedience in a non-laboratory context.  
 This study exhibits high ecological validity as it provides a glimpse 
into how gratitude and obedience are related in the real-world. However, this 
study has its share of problems. Field studies suffer from low control of 
extraneous variables. Although support for the hypothesized positive 
association between gratitude and obedience was found, the large number of 
uncontrolled variables could create doubts over the veracity of the findings. 
Also, gratitude was measured and not manipulated. Hence, I could not be sure 
whether in the current case, gratitude had increased obedience, or a 
predisposition towards obedience had caused people to feel grateful. 
Nevertheless, since gratitude was measured before obedience behaviors were 
assessed, I can rule out the possibility that the gratitude scores of the 
participants were influenced by the number of forms they filled up. In 
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addition, the results were obtained with the experimenter taking a soft 
authority approach by portraying himself/herself as a credible surveyor asking 
strangers to complete a harmless survey. However, it was unclear whether 
gratitude would still predict higher obedience if the experimenter was instead 
perceived as authoritarian. Finally, it might seem incredulous that participants 
would obey the instructions of a stranger (i.e., the experimenter) to engage in 
the same activity over and over again, without any justification as to why they 
should do so. This could create skepticism on whether the results were by 
chance and whether (even if the results were not by chance) the effects were 
specific only to the act of filling up forms and not applicable to other 
activities. In sum, another study was needed to rectify these concerns, and 







 Study 2 extends Study 1 in several ways. First, Study 2 was conducted 
in a controlled laboratory setting. Second, to demonstrate the causal effect of 
gratitude on obedience, gratitude was manipulated by using the widely-used 
recall method. Third, a different obedience task was used to make the findings 
more generalizable. Fourth, in the laboratory setting, the experimenter 
appeared to participants as someone who held control over the credits they 
received. In other words, a harsh authority paradigm was employed. 
Participants were repeatedly asked to consume water, instead of filling up 
questionnaires. This task contained the same features of the obedience task 
used in Study 1 – participants were repeatedly given clear and simple 
instructions from an unrelated person (the experimenter) to perform the same 
act (drinking water) over and over again, with no explanation given as to why 
they should obey. In addition, participants would progressively find the act 
more demanding. Although drinking water is beneficial to health, water is a 
bland beverage which people should generally resist consuming repeatedly in 
large amounts in one setting. It is important not to use tasty beverages, as it 
would be difficult to ascertain whether the participants’ responses were due to 
obedience, or the pleasant nature of the beverage. Further, the task carried 
minimal ethical risks, if at all. 
Study 2 also examined possible psychological mechanisms underlying 
the gratitude-obedience effect. I list three possible mediators below.  
Global affect. How people process information can depend on the 
affective states that they are feeling. Global positive affect increases the 
chances of heuristic processing, whereas global negative affect tends to 
produce elaborative processing (Forgas, 1991; Mackie & Worth, 1989; 
Schwarz & Clore, 1983; 1996). Global affects are diffused affective states 
differentiated only by valance. There are two theoretical explanations to 
account for the effects of global affects. Motivational models highlight that 
people feeling global positive affect are reluctant to engage in elaborate 
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thoughts which would ruin their good feelings, whereas people feeling global 
negative affect seek out elaborate thinking to elevate their depressed states 
(Forgas, 1991; Wegener, Petty, & Smith, 1995). "Mood-as-information" 
models claim that people feeling global positive affect perceive environmental 
cues as more pleasant, inducing simple thinking processes. However, global 
negative affect signals threats in the environment, generating more elaborate 
thoughts to deal with the threats (Schwarz & Clore, 1996; Sinclair & Mark, 
1992). 
 The fact that global positive affect facilitates simplistic thoughts at the 
expense of elaborative thinking suggests that people feeling global positive 
affect are more likely to be persuaded by superficial ideas. Consistently, 
studies have shown that people in positive moods are more likely, as 
compared to those in negative moods, to be persuaded by peripheral 
information cues (Bless et al., 1990; Mackie & Worth, 1989; Schwarz, Bless 
& Bohner, 1991). It also suggests that people feeling global positive affect are 
more likely to take in superficial cues from the behaviors of others and follow 
accordingly without careful deliberation. Supporting this idea, Tong et al. 
(2008) found that positive mood engenders a higher tendency to conform to 
other people's behaviors than negative mood. These findings suggest that 
global positive affect could be more likely than global negative effect to 
increase obedience.  
Taken together, these prior findings suggest that gratitude might 
increase obedience through higher global positive affect relative to global 
negative affect. Because gratitude is a subjectively positive state, it should 
elicit higher global positive effect and lower global negative effect, which both 
in turn should lead to higher obedience. Global positive affect and global 
negative affect were measured separately in my study. Participants were asked 
to rate a list of different emotional states (e.g., How [emotion item] are you 
feeling right now?) and their responses to six items would be aggregated to 
produce global positive emotion, while their responses to another six items 
would also be aggregated to derive global negative emotion.  
 Motivational goals. Psychologists have extensively documented that 
people are intrinsically motivated to strengthen communal bonds with other 
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people (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; McAdams & St. Aubin, 1992; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). As gratitude results from kind acts of others, grateful individuals 
are likely to perceive their social networks to be of greater importance and feel 
stronger affiliation needs (Kubacka et al., 2011). Research has shown that 
affiliation goal mediates the effect of expressions of gratitude on altruistic 
behaviors, in the way that being thanked prompts one to seek out 
belongingness to others, which produces even more acts of kindness (Grant & 
Gino, 2010). To extend this line of reasoning, a thankful person, after 
receiving help, may also strive for interpersonal closeness as a way of 
reciprocating the kind act. Hence, affiliation goal may also mediate the effect 
of gratitude on obedience.  
 People also seek to believe that they are capable, worthy and valuable 
individuals. They are motivated to evaluate themselves in a positive light 
(Allport, 1937; Swann, Pelham, & Krull, 1989). Since feelings of gratitude 
frequently signal that one has received certain beneficial outcomes from others 
instead of through one's own efforts, one may feel inadequate, and perceive 
oneself to be of secondary importance relative to others. The grateful 
individual is then compelled to enhance his/her self-views to restore his/her 
sense of adequacy. In short, feelings of gratitude seem to strengthen the need 
for positive self-regard. Past findings have shown that the need for positive 
self-regard can facilitate acts of compliance (Steele, 1975). People have also 
yielded to compliance tactics like foot-in-the-door technique and door-in-the-
face technique because they want to maintain positive self-views of being 
consistent and adherent to norms of reciprocity, respectively (Cialdini & 
Goldstein, 2004). Hence, the goal to achieve positive self-concepts can also 
produce the compulsion to obey others. Grateful individuals may desire to 
view themselves as being benevolent and magnanimous, and this drives them 
to fit into such positive images by trying to meet the wishes and expectations 
of others. 
 In Study 2, I therefore examined whether affiliation goal and positive 
self-concept goal are strengthened by gratitude, and how both goals in turn 
predict obedience. I proposed that feelings of gratitude should heighten 
motivations for affiliation to others, and also increase motivations to achieve 
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positive self-concepts. I further proposed that both affiliation goal and positive 
self-concept goal should motivate acts of obedience.  
 State self-esteem. People with low self-esteem are known to be more 
likely to succumb to social pressure than those with high self-esteem (Cox & 
Bauer, 1964; McGee & Williams, 2000). The success of the foot-in-the-door 
compliance technique lies partly in the basic motivation to prevent an erosion 
of self-esteem by being inconsistent (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). Conformity 
behaviors also, in part, result from the desire to gain social approval, hence 
maintaining and boosting self-esteem (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). Taken 
together, these established findings suggest that low self-esteem should lead to 
an increased tendency to obey. Since gratitude is often the result of receiving a 
positive outcome not from one's own abilities, but from someone's else or 
other external circumstances, it may actually weaken, instead of strengthen, 
self-esteem, In Study 2, I proposed and tested the hypothesis that gratitude 




 54 undergraduate participants (Mage = 19.89 years; SDage = 1.33; 16 
males, 38 females) took part in the study for course credits. They were 
randomly assigned into one of two conditions: gratitude (N = 25) and neutral 
(N = 29). 
Procedure 
The experiment was conducted in a small brightly-lit room which was 
a cubicle about the size of six square metres. The room contained a desk, a 
chair, and a computer which was clear to the participant that it was not 
switched on. There was one window in the room but it was blinded up. During 
the entire 25 minutes of the experiment, the participant was in contact only 
with the experimenter. The experimental setting should provide the participant 
with a strong sense of anonymity and privacy.  
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Once the participant was seated, the recall task was administered. Each 
participant was asked to vividly recall a past incident that was aimed at 
inducing either a grateful or a neutral emotional state, adapted from previous 
work on invoking specific affective states (Smith and Ellsworth, 1985). Those 
assigned to the gratitude condition were told to describe in writing the incident 
in which they felt grateful and were given three prompts (Please describe this 
past experience where you felt grateful, What happened in this situation to 
make you grateful? and What did it feel like to be grateful?); whereas those in 
the neutral condition were instructed to describe their usual morning routine 
based on three prompts (Please describe this usual morning routine, What 
happened in this usual morning routine? and What did it feel like to be 
engaged in this usual morning routine?). Participants were left alone for 
approximately ten minutes to write down their responses, and to immerse 
themselves in their respective specific state. The length of the responses to the 
three prompts was similar across both conditions.  
Participants were then given another questionnaire in which their 
current levels of feelings of gratitude (manipulation check), global positive 
emotion, global negative emotion, affiliation goal, positive self-concept goal, 
and state self-esteem, were measured. Participants also rated their current 
hunger and thirst levels; these variables were measured because they could be 
related to the amount of water participants drank later. 
 Next, the obedience task was administered. The experimenter 
presented an empty 200ml plastic cup, and a 1300ml bottle of water. 1300ml 
was the maximum amount of water for each participant to consume. Like the 
20 forms in Study 1, 1300ml was admittedly an arbitrary figure, but it should 
be a reasonable upper limit that facilitated the measure of obedience without 
over-dosing the participant with water. The experimenter then filled up the cup 
to about ¾ of its capacity and gave the verbal instruction “Please drink this 
up”, saying nothing else. After the participant had drunk the cup of water (all 
of them did so), the experimenter refilled the cup and said nothing else except 
the same instruction. Similar to Study 1, this procedure continued until 1) the 
participant finished drinking the whole bottle; 2) the participant verbally 
objected the third time; and 3) the participant simply walked out of the room. 
28 
 
The same criterion, as that of Study 1, of what qualified as verbal expressions 
of objections was used.  
 Participants were subsequently debriefed. Similar to Study 1, they 
answered some questions regarding the aim of the research and the tasks 
involved. Two participants were removed as they were close in guessing the 
hypotheses, and another participant was removed because she found drinking 
water immensely pleasurable (and finished the whole bottle). The final sample 
consisted of 52 participants.  
Measures 
 Gratitude. Participants were asked how much gratitude they felt at the 
moment on three items: grateful, thankful and appreciative (α = .95) on 7-
point scales that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). 
 Obedience. Obedience was indexed by the volume of water consumed.  
Global affect. To measure global positive emotion, participants rated 
their current feelings on several positive emotion items (i.e., happy, proud, 
excited, joyful, confident, and assured; α = .86) on 7-point scales that ranged 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). The six items were summed to derive 
global positive emotion. For global negative emotion, participants were also 
asked about their current feelings on several negative emotion items (i.e., sad, 
angry, worried, disgusted, irritated, and anxious; α = .89) on 7-point scales 
that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). The six items were summed to 
derive global negative emotion. 
In contrast to Study 1, the emotion items in Study 2 were measured 
differently. Owing to experimental constraints in Study 1 that prevented 
participants from filling long surveys, I limited the number of emotion items 
(including gratitude) to five items, and analysed each one of them 
individually. On the other hand, there was no time restraint in Study 2, hence 
more emotion items could be administred. Instead of analysing them 
separately, I categorised them by valence and aggregated the scores to reflect 
each valence.  
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Motivational goals. Participants were asked two items which one 
measured affiliation goal (How motivated are you to achieve meaningful 
social relationships at the moment?), and the other measured positive self-
concept goal (How motivated are you to achieve positive self-concepts at the 
moment?), respectively, on 5-point scales that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 
(very much).  
State self-esteem. State self-esteem was assessed by using Heatherton 
and Polivy (1991) state self-esteem scale. The state self-esteem measure (α = 
.93) contained twenty items (e.g., I feel unattractive) which were rated on 5-
point scales that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  
Current hunger and thirst levels. Participants rated their current 
hunger levels (How hungry do you feel?) and current thirst levels (How thirsty 
do you feel?) on 5-point scales that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). 
However, I failed to include these measures when administering the 
questionnaires to 15 participants. Hence, only 37 participants completed this 
measure. The results of this measure should hence be interpreted with caution 
because of the reduced sample of just 37 participants.  
Results 
 Table 2.1 presents the means and standard deviations of the amount of 
water consumed, gratitude, global affect, motivational goals, state self-esteem, 
and current hunger and thirst.  
Table 2.1 
    Means and Standard Deviations of Amount of Water, Gratitude, Global Positive Emotion, 
Global Negative Emotion, Motivational Goals, State Self-Esteem, and Current  
Hunger and Thirst by Condition       
 
Gratitude Neutral 
Variable M SD M SD 
Amount of Water 644.79 247.16 441.07 199.44 
Gratitude 17.83 2.73 9.76 4.30 
Global positive emotion 26.29 6.53 20.18 6.73 
Global negative emotion 10.57 6.22 14.75 7.20 
Affiliation goal 4.50 0.60 4.14 0.93 
Positive self-concept goal 4.21 0.90 4.08 0.83 
State self-esteem 64.50 13.86 61.86 13.86 
30 
 
Current hunger 4.11 1.91 2.28 1.84 
Current thirst 4.32 1.89 3.33 2.06 
Note. The data for current thirst and current hunger was available for only 37 participants. 
 
Manipulation check 
A regression analysis indicated a significant difference in reported 
gratitude across the two conditions, β = .75, t(49) = 7.90, p < .001. Participants 
in the gratitude condition (M = 17.83, SD = 2.73) reported higher feelings of 
gratitude than those in the neutral condition (M = 9.76, SD = 4.30).  
Preliminary analyses 
 No participant stopped the experiment by leaving the laboratory, 
presumably because participants were concerned that they would not receive 
their course credits if they withdrew from the experiment. This could present a 
problem because it suggests that most participants would be primed to obey in 
a laboratory setting, especially when an incentive was at stake (including those 
in past obedience). However, as I will demonstrate briefly, there was 
variability among participants in the degree to which they obeyed (likewise 
too in past studies). One participant finished the entire bottle. All remaining 51 
participants obeyed the experimenter until they had objected the third time. 
Across conditions, an average of 535.10ml of water was consumed (SD = 
243.15). Excluding one participant who finished the whole bottle, the average 
amount of water consumed was 520.10ml (SD = 219.94). This implies that on 
average, each participant obeyed the experimenter about four times, since each 
time he/she obeyed, the amount of water consumed was approximately 150 ml 
(¾ of a 200ml cup).  
Main analyses 
 The amount of water participants drank differed significantly across 
the two conditions, β = .42, t(49) = 3.29, p < .01. The gratitude participants (M 
= 644.79ml, SD = 247.16) drank significantly more water than the neutral 




Current thirst and hunger. Further regression analyses revealed no 
difference between the conditions on current thirst, β = .25, t(34) = 1.52, p = 
.14; but, unexpectedly, a significant difference between the conditions on 
current hunger, β = .45, t(34) = 2.96, p = .01. Gratitude participants (M = 4.11, 
SD = 1.91) were more hungry than neutral participants (M = 2.28, SD = 1.84). 
Why there was a difference in hunger between the conditions remains unclear 
to me, as it is not at all conceivable that a gratitude manipulation could make 
people hungrier.  
The reason for measuring these variables was to examine whether the 
above difference in water consumption between conditions would remain if 
these variables were controlled for. To this end, I ran a regression analysis on 
amount of water consumed, entering condition in the first model, and current 
thirst and current hunger in the second model. The significant effect of 
gratitude remained, β = .41, t(32) = 2.25, p = .03. However, both current 
hunger levels, β = -.23, t(32) = -1.22, p = .23, and current thirst levels, β = .13, 
t(32) = 0.73, p = .47, did not predict the amount of water consumed. I 
emphasize that these results on current hunger and thirst should be interpreted 
with caution due to two reasons. First, a sample of just 37 participants (those 
who completed the hunger and thirst items) might not produce sufficiently 
reliable data. Second, on hindsight, the current hunger and thirst items should 
be administered before the recall task, lest they be affected by the emotion 
recall process. Despite these shortcomings, there is still value in conducting a 
preliminary examination of whether the effect of gratitude on water 
consumption would remain after controlling for the hunger and thirst 
variables.   
 Global affect. Global affect was measured in two ways: global 
positive emotion, and global negative emotion. Each measure would be 
separately analysed for their individual effects.  
 A regression analysis showed a significant effect of gratitude on global 
positive emotion, β = .42, t(49) = 3.31, p < .01. Gratitude participants (M = 
26.29, SD = 6.53) reported feeling more positive than neutral participants (M = 
20.18, SD = 6.73). Global positive emotion also predicted higher obedience, β 
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= .31, t(49) = 2.27, p = .03. Next, I examined whether global positive emotion 
might mediate the effect of gratitude on obedience. I conducted a mediation 
analysis using non-parametric bootstrapping analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 
2004) with 5000 resamples, entering gratitude as the predicting variable, 
global positive emotion as the mediating variable, and obedience as the 
outcome variable. If mediation has occurred, the 95% bias corrected and 
accelerated confidence intervals (CI) for the indirect effect would exclude 
zero. Results showed that global positive emotion did not mediate any effect 
of gratitude on obedience, 95% CI [-23.16; 110.74]. The results of the 
mediation analysis also showed that the effect of gratitude on obedience 
remained robust after controlling for positive emotion, β = .36, t(48) = 2.52, p 
= .02. However, global positive emotion no longer predicted obedience, β = 
.16, t(48) = 1.10, p = .28.  
 A significant effect of gratitude on global negative emotion, β = -.30, 
t(49) = -2.19, p = .03, was also found. Neutral participants (M = 14.75, SD = 
7.20) reported feeling more negative than gratitude participants (M = 10.57, 
SD = 6.22). A negative relationship between global negative emotion and 
obedience, β = -.30, t(49) = -2.13, p = .04, was obtained. Next, I also 
examined whether global negative emotion might mediate the effect. Again, I 
conducted the same bootstrapping analysis with 5000 resamples, entering 
gratitude as the predicting variable, global negative emotion as the mediating 
variable, and obedience as the outcome variable. There was no mediating 
influence of global negative emotion on the effect of gratitude on obedience, 
95% CI [-11.84; 83.45], since global negative emotion no longer predicted 
obedience, β = -.18, t(48) = -1.33, p = .19. However, there was still a robust 
effect of gratitude on obedience when global negative emotion was controlled 
for, β = .38, t(48) = 2.81, p < .01.  
 Motivational goals.  A marginally significant effect of gratitude on 
affiliation goal was revealed using regression analysis, β = .24, t(49) = 1.75, p 
= .09. Gratitude participants (M = 4.50, SD = 0.60) reported being more 
motivated to achieve meaningful social relationships than neutral participants 
(M = 4.11, SD = 0.96). However, affiliation goal was not associated with 
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obedience, β = .19, t(49) = 1.35, p = .18. Hence, affiliation goal could not have 
mediated the effect of gratitude on obedience. 
 On the other hand, there was no difference between gratitude 
participants (M = 4.21, SD = 0.90) and neutral participants (M = 4.08, SD = 
0.83) in how much they were motivated to achieve positive self-concepts, β = 
-.08, t(49) = -0.54,  p = .59. Also, the compulsion to achieve positive self-
concepts was not related to obedience, β = .03, t(49) = 0.18, p = .86. Thus, 
positive self-concept goal could not have mediated the effect of gratitude on 
obedience. 
 I also wanted to ascertain whether the effect of gratitude remained after 
controlling for both motivational goals. I conducted a regression analysis on 
obedience, with condition in the first model, and affiliation goal and positive 
self-concept goal in the second model. The significant effect of gratitude 
remained, β = .40, t(47) = 2.97, p < .01. Both affiliation goal, β = .08, t(47) = 
0.57, p = .57, and positive self-concept goal, β = .03, t(47) = 0.21, p = .84, 
were not predictive of obedience. These imply that the effect of gratitude on 
obedience was independent of the effects of motivational goals. 
 State self-esteem. Participants' state self-esteem did not differ between 
the gratitude condition (M = 64.50, SD = 13.86) and the neutral condition (M = 
61.86, SD = 13.86), β = .10, t(49) = 0.69, p = .50. Also, no relationship was 
found between state self-esteem and obedience, β = .08, t(49) = 0.59, p = .56. 
Hence, state self-esteem could not have mediated the effect of gratitude on 
obedience. 
 I also tested whether the effect of gratitude would be attenuated after 
controlling for state self-esteem. I ran another regression analysis on 
obedience, with condition in the first model, and state-self-esteem in the 
second model. Gratitude participants were still more likely to obey than 
neutral participants, β = .42, t(48) = 3.21, p < .01; while state self-esteem did 
not predict obedience, β = .04, t(48) = 0.33, p = .75. Hence, the effect of 




 Study 2 provides support for the hypothesis that gratitude increases 
obedience. Participants who were induced to feel grateful were more inclined 
to repeatedly obey the experimenter's instructions to consume water. This 
study also extends the results of Study 1 in several ways. First, the evidence 
was now obtained in a more controlled context. Second, it provides evidence 
of the causal effect of gratitude on obedience behaviors. Third, a different 
obedience task was used, thus providing evidence that the results of Study 1 
could be generalized and that the gratitude-obedience effect was not specific 
only to filling up forms. The gratitude-obedience effect was also not an artifact 
of the soft authority paradigm used in Study 1; it could also be obtained in 
situations which the person giving the command was authoritarian. In 
addition, I explored whether global affect, motivational goals, and state self-
esteem mediated the effect of gratitude on obedience. However, no evidence 
of mediation by any of these variables was found. Even so, gratitude was 
shown to increase global positive affect, decrease global negative affect, and 
strengthen affiliation goal. Besides, global positive affect positively predicted, 
and global negative affect negatively predicted, obedience. Finally, the study 
revealed that the effect of gratitude on obedience was independent of global 




Chapter 4: General Discussion 
 Two studies have been conducted, and results of both studies provide 
good support for the hypothesis that gratitude facilitates obedience. Using a 
modified version of Milgram's research paradigm, consistent results were 
obtained even though both studies were conducted in different settings, used 
different research designs, and employed different measures of obedience. 
Participants who felt more grateful were more inclined towards obeying the 
experimenter's instructions in both naturalistic and laboratory contexts, 
regardless of whether gratitude was measured in its natural or manipulated 
form, and regardless of whether participants were instructed to fill up 
questionnaires or to consume water. As Study 1 examined naturalistic 
gratitude and obedience, the results promise high ecologically validity and 
provide a glimpse of the gratitude-obedience link occurring in the real-world. 
Study 2 employed an experimental design which showed that gratitude could 
increase obedience. The causal effect of gratitude could also be better 
demonstrated since the study was conducted in a simulated setting where all 
variables, except gratitude, were controlled. Lastly, the same results were 
obtained using two different tasks, hence demonstrating that the effect is 
generalizable to different types of activities. Altogether, these findings provide 
strong validations of my main hypothesis.  
 It is remarkable that participants in both studies were generally 
obedient towards the experimenter although no cover story was used to 
explain the procedures. Milgram's studies, on the other hand, had used cover 
stories which could have provided a reasonably good justification for 
participants to obey the experimenter. While Milgram’s studies were 
rigorously designed and conducted, the presence of a cover story leaves open 
the possibility that his participants' acts of obedience were not due to the 
experimenter's commands, but due to the cover story. That is, the participants 
could be obeying not because of obedience defined as following the 
instructions of someone else, but because they were keen in supporting 
research on learning processes (Miller, 1975). If this is indeed true of 
Milgram’s participants (and also participants of other studies using Milgram’s 
paradigm, e.g., Bocchario, Zimbardo, & Lange, 2011), one could argue that 
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their so-called acts of obedience were actually quite thoughtful. This was 
unlikely to be the case in my studies, which did not offer any explanation to 
the participants why they should keep completing multiple copies of the same 
questionnaires, or keep drinking water. Yet, most of the current participants 
obeyed the instructions till the task was terminated.  
 Study 2 showed that the effect of gratitude on obedience was 
independent of reported current hunger, current thirst, global affect, 
motivational goals, and state self-esteem, indicating that obedience was 
explained only by the singular effect of gratitude. Although I did not manage 
to identify a more proximal antecedent of obedience, I had ruled out the 
possibility that certain variables (i.e., current hunger, current thirst, global 
affect, motivational goals, and state self-esteem) would affect how obedient 
grateful individuals were to others. 
  In Study 2, I also explored if global affect, motivational goals and 
state self-esteem could mediate the effect of gratitude on obedience. 
Unfortunately, none of these variables turned out to be a significant mediator. 
I now offer possible reasons for the lack of mediating influences of these 
variables, unless there were grounds to believe that these variables were not 
valid mediators of the gratitude-obedience effect. 
 Global affect. The results revealed that induced gratitude, relative to 
induced neutral affect, led to higher global positive affect and lower global 
negative affect. The analyses also showed that higher global positive affect 
positively predicted, and lower global negative affect negatively predicted, 
participants' susceptibility to obey instructions. The results appear consistent 
with past findings that positive affect increases susceptibility to social 
influence (e.g., Forgas, 1991; Mackie & Worth, 1989; Schwarz & Clore, 1983; 
1996; Tong et al., 2008). However, when both gratitude and global affect were 
entered together to predict obedience (the analyses were conducted separately 
for the different global affect measures), global affect did not mediate the 
effect of gratitude on obedience. The lack of mediational effects seems valid, 
as it could be possible that the effect of gratitude on obedience was not due to 
peripheral processing which people feeling positive would engage in. In other 
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words, gratitude did not prompt individuals to engage in heuristic thoughts (as 
a result of feeling positive affect), which might have led them to obey. Rather, 
gratitude seemed to be the primary mechanism which compelled individuals to 
obey. This was confirmed by the independent effect of gratitude on obedience.  
 Motivational goals. Different motivational goals may be primed by 
different affective states. Gratitude is an outward-focused emotion where one 
is thankful to others for certain positive outcomes he/she receives (Blau, 1964; 
McCullough et al., 2001). Hence, gratitude should naturally heighten the 
motivation for interpersonal belongingness. Gratitude could also strengthen 
the motivation for positive self-concepts to restore one's sense of adequacy. In 
the present research, gratitude was found to strengthen affiliation goal; 
participants who were induced to feel grateful were more motivated for 
meaningful social relationships than those who were induced to feel neutral 
affect. However, gratitude had no effect on goals for positive self-concepts. 
There was no difference between both conditions in how motivated 
participants were for positive self-concepts, indicating that gratitude does not 
influence the need for positive self-regard. This could be legitimate since 
gratitude seems to pay little focus on the self. Hence logically, it neither 
strengthens nor downplays the need for having positive views about the self, 
consistent with the findings of Grant & Gino (2010). 
However, as both motivational goals were not predictive of obedience, 
both variables could not explain the effect of gratitude on obedience. Note that 
the absence of both effects might be due to two reasons. First, single items, 
which may suffer from psychometric problems, were used to measure 
motivational goals. Second, the wordings of the items could be open to 
multiple interpretations. Participants might have different understandings of 
what it meant to have 'meaningful social relationships', and to have 'positive 
self-concepts'. Hence the items might, to a small extent, suffer from low 
validity and reliability. On hindsight, other similar measures could have been 
administered, such as Bandura (1990) self-efficacy scale and Keyes (1998) 
social worth scale. Hence, we should interpret the results on motivational 
goals with caution.  
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 State self-esteem. Since people feeling grateful tend to attribute 
positive outcomes to other people, their self-esteem should have been 
momentarily lowered as a consequence. However, the analysis did not support 
this notion. Gratitude was found to have no influence on state self-esteem. To 
explain the absence, the positive affect elicited by feeling grateful might have 
counteracted the depressing influence of gratitude on state self-esteem, since 
people feeling positive affect might have evaluated themselves more 
positively. Note that this is a preliminary proposition, and future studies can 
help to verify it. State self-esteem was also found to be unrelated to obedience. 
Although low self-esteem was found in some studies to predict higher 
susceptibility to social influence (Cox & Bauer, 1964; McGee & Williams, 
2000), my second study did not produce such evidence. The absence of a 
relationship between self-esteem and obedience may need more research to 
substantiate. 
Differentiating from past obedience research 
 As mentioned, Milgram's studies employed a task where participants 
had to decide whether to obey the experimenter's instructions to administer 
electrical shocks to someone else. My studies modelled his research paradigm 
by adopting some of its features: specifically, participants were instructed by 
an experimenter to engage in a behavior that they should be resistant to 
continue. Because of present research needs and ethical concerns, three 
features of his paradigm could not be carried over to my studies. First, the 
current tasks presented only minimal ethical violations, if at all. Second, no 
cover story was given to explain why participants had to obey my instructions, 
leading them to obey the experimenter rather thoughtlessly. Third, the tasks 
that were instructed to be performed were mundane activities such as drinking 
water and filling up forms. As well, I slightly modified two other features of 
his paradigm: my tasks did not objectively escalate task demands with every 
command given, unlike Milgram's which participants had to progressively 
increase the current delivered . Even so, my participants faced time pressures 
to stop filling up forms (in Study 1), and were constrained in terms of how 
much water they could consume at any timepoint (in Study 2). These could 
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also encourage in the participants the perception of increasing task demands. 
Also, Milgram’s experiments featured the experimenter in a laboratory coat, 
which conveyed a strong signal to participants on the authority of the 
experimenter. The experimenter in my second study had similarly adopted 
harsh authority approach. On the other hand, the experimenter in Study 1 was 
a surveyor who could not have appeared as more powerful than the 
participant; instead, the experimenter used his trustworthiness to elicit 
obedience.  
  These minor revisions signal that research on obedience can be 
conducted in ways different from what was done in Milgram's studies (1963; 
1965). To my understanding, the way obedience was measured was previously 
limited to simple replications of Milgram's procedure (e.g., Burger, 2009), or 
methods that violate moral standards to an extent that would be unacceptable 
in the university my research was conducted (e.g., Bocchiaro, Zimbardo, & 
Lange, 2011; Meeus & Raaijmaker, 1995). Milgram's studies are also well-
known to students. Hence, the likelihood of demand characteristics should be 
high. My studies required modifications of the Milgram's procedure by 
selectively retaining certain critical elements and adopting others.  
 Study 1 arguably employed a soft authority approach, which is defined 
as being driven by the credibility, of a fairly polite surveyor (Koslowsky, 
Schwarzwald, & Ashuri, 2001). That is different from other obedience studies 
which appear to use harsh authority approaches that are defined by the use of 
hierarchical-based legitimate power to elicit compliance (Koslowsky, 
Schwarzwald, & Ashuri, 2001). My second study also employed a harsh 
authority paradigm, in the sense that the experimenter presumably had greater 
power than the participants as he/she could decide whether to grant credits to 
the participants; and the same results were obtained. These indicate no major 
distinction between soft and harsh authority approaches in eliciting acts of 
obedience.  
Determinants of obedience 
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 Prior research has examined several situational and dispositional 
factors predicting obedience (e.g., Blass, 1991). People are more likely to obey 
when the person whom they receive instructions from is physically present 
(Cadsby, Maynes, & Trivedi, 2006; Milgram, 1965), and when they are of a 
lower hierarchical level (Kelman, 1989; Zimbardo, 1974). People who are 
more trusting of others (Miller, 1975); those who are highly oriented towards 
authority (Elms & Milgram, 1966; Kelman, 1989); those who have strong 
religious beliefs (Bock & Warren 1972); and those who habitually feel a lack 
of control (Miller, 1975); are also compelled to obey others. Affect can be 
another effective moderator of obedience as well. It can be experienced either 
as general moods or as specific emotions. My studies examined gratitude, a 
positive emotion, and found that participants who felt grateful were more 
obedient towards the experimenter. The current research could be the first to 
reveal such an effect, indicating that how an individual feels momentarily can 
affect the likelihood of whether he/she would obey others.  
 My studies also contribute to the literature on the affective antecedents 
of social influence. Past studies have shown that individuals who feel positive 
are more likely to conform to the acts of others (Tong et al., 2008); to be 
persuaded by superficial ideas (Bless et al., 1990; Mackie & Worth, 1989; 
Schwarz, Bless & Bohner, 1991); and to comply to everyday requests 
(Cialdini & Trost, 1998), than those who feel negative or neutral moods. My 
findings provide strong evidence that affect can also predict how likely people 
would obey the instructions of others. Obedience is an explicit form of social 
influence where one follows the instructions of others. There are two points 
worthy of further considerations. First, the results only demonstrated that 
obedience increased as a result of experiencing gratitude, which is a specific 
emotion, instead of general moods of different valence which were more 
frequently examined in prior studies (e.g., Bless et al., 1990; Tong et al., 
2008). Even so, the current research has revealed a positive correlation 
between positive affect and obedience, consistent with past findings. Second, 
my studies found that gratitude increased obedience independently of general 
affect, implying that the proposed enhancing effect of gratitude on obedience 
goes beyond affective valence. 
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How gratitude can increase obedience 
 Research on gratitude has demonstrated its effectiveness in increasing 
compliance to help requests (e.g. Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; Tsang, 2007). 
Gratitude exhibits a spillover effect where grateful individuals help not just the 
benefactor who helped them, but also others who were not involved (Tsang, 
2007). These acts of upstream reciprocity are adaptive for they promote 
subsequent resource exchanges which would eventually benefit numerous 
individuals (McCullough, Kimeldorf, & Cohen, 2008; Nowak & Roch, 2007). 
Since gratitude also induces a strong interpersonal orientation (McCullough, 
Emmons, & Tsang, 2002; McCullough et al., 2001), grateful individuals 
should be more sensitive to the needs and wishes of others and to behave more 
in line with their expectations.  
 It therefore logically follows that grateful individuals could be more 
compelled to obey others. Further, the fact that grateful individuals could 
generalize their interpersonal tendencies beyond the benefactor to people in 
general implies that the scope of people whose instructions they could obey 
could be very large. Consistently, in the current studies, the proposed effect of 
gratitude was found in contexts where there was practically no relation 
between the participants and the individual who provided the instructions (i.e., 
the experimenter). 
 Although prosocial acts that grateful individuals engage in can be 
considered adaptive, the same might not be true for acts of obedience that 
grateful individuals perform for others. I posit that in the current research, acts 
of obedience that gratitude produced could be an incidental effect of upstream 
reciprocity. Note that obedience is different from compliance to prosocial 
requests. Reciprocal altruism can take place when one agrees to do good to 
another individual; on the other hand, obeying another individual does not 
mean that the individual would reciprocate in the future. Thus, being obedient 
does not seem to offer the grateful individual any adaptive advantage. It also 
does not appear to help him/her solve problems in the living environment. 
Even worse, the grateful individual's fitness may even be reduced when he/she 
obeys others to satisfy their needs and wishes. This phenomenon thus may not 
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be shaped by selection pressures. Nonetheless, the possibility that obedience is 
an evolutionary adaptive behaviour should not be entirely denied. At many 
times, people could choose to obey authority figures as a means to gain 
rewards, or to avoid punishments. For instance, we obey a police officer to 
display our identification cards when being asked to do so in order to avoid 
facing any criminal charge; to receive our salaries, we obey our employers to 
complete our work on time. Reinforcements or escaping from punishments by  
obeying a person of authority seem to allow us to survive better in an 
interpersonal environment. Yet, the role that gratitude may play in facilitating 
obedience is not clear, which can be addressed in further research.  
Limitations and future directions 
 My second study attempted to identify mediators of the effect of 
gratitude on obedience, but no mediator was established. Future research can 
explore other potential mediators like trust and locus of control. The gratitude 
felt towards a target can elicit trust towards the target (Dunn & Schweitzer, 
2005; Palmatier, Jarvis, Bechkohh, & Kardes, 2009; McCullough, Kimeldorf, 
& Cohen, 2008). Further, trust has been shown to elicit acts of obedience 
(Miller, 1975), since trust gives the assurance that nothing can possibly go 
wrong from obeying. As gratitude is elicited when people receive benefits 
from others, it should reduce beliefs of self-control. Prior obedience studies 
(e.g., Miller, 1975) also argued that participants who obeyed tended to 
perceive less control over the situation. Hence, examinations of trust and 
control as potential mediators can provide another potentially fruitful avenue 
of research in gratitude and obedience. 
 Obedience was measured in the present studies by way of how many 
questionnaires participants completed (Study 1), and how much water 
participants consumed (Study 2). Unlike self-report data which can be 
subjected to various forms of cognitive biases (e.g., Kahneman, Krueger, 
Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004), behavioral data captures more accurately 
the psychological processes in people. Nonetheless, behavioral data possesses 
face validity limitations. Although the current obedience tasks were modeled 
after Milgram’s obedience task, it might be possible that they had measured 
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other related variables, such as tolerance and perseverance, instead. Yet, the 
likelihood of this occurring in the present studies remained small, as the 
measure of obedience was validated using two different tasks. To further abate 
this problem, future studies could employ self-reports to provide convergent 
evidence together with behavioral measures. 
 Finally, my studies had examined only one specific emotion, gratitude. 
Other emotions like happiness, pride, and guilt might produce different effects 
on obedience, as compared to gratitude. Happiness has been frequently shown 
to facilitate social influence (Forgas, 1991; Mackie & Worth, 1989; Schwarz 
& Clore, 1983; 1996; Tong et al., 2008), hence it would be of interest whether 
it can also induce obedience. Pride is a highly self-focused emotion (Cheng, 
Tracy & Henrich, 2010; Oveis, Horberg & Keltner, 2010), which implies that 
it should reduce the likelihood of obedience. The oft documented effect of 
guilt on compliance (e.g., Boster, Mitchell, Lapinski, Cooper, Orrego, & 
Reinke, 1999; Rind, 1997) may also apply to obedience. In summary, further 
research can examine how other specific emotions, and also general moods, 
can influence the likelihood that one is to obey others.  
Conclusion 
 Gratitude is an adaptive emotion which can bestow benefits to 
beneficiaries who experience the emotion. It can also benefit third parties 
through subsequent acts of altruism. Since gratitude facilitates an interpersonal 
orientation, it can increase the likelihood one is compelled to obey others to 
meet their expectations. My studies give increased credence to this theory, and 
have also demonstrated that gratitude can increase one's susceptibility to social 
influence. Although the exact mechanism by which this operates is unclear, 
the findings are important in furthering the understanding of affective 
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First questionnaire used in Study 1 
Please rate your current feeling state (1 – not at all, 7 – extremely) by circling 
the number for every feeling.  
 
Happy     1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Proud      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sad      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Angry     1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
















Second questionnaire used in Study 1 
 
Please fill up the information below. 
Age: 
Gender: 
Ethnicity: 
Nationality: 
School/ Company: 
Language(s) spoken: 
Language(s) written: 
 
